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Abstract 
In the media of scholarly publications, English is considered to be the language of science in academia (Crystal, 2003). Although 
a majority of scholars are able to improve their English locally in the peripheral countries, others have benefitted or will benefit 
from opportunities to study in an Anglophone-centred context. To the best of my knowledge, scant research has been undertaken 
on the next generation of scientists. This preliminary study aims at investigating the perceptions of Turkish post-graduate 
students who have been studying in the United Kingdom and the United States of America regarding the use of English as the 
international language of science. The data were collected through interviews (n=32). Participants’ perceptions was investigated 
regarding language and scientific communication, including their perceptions about the benefits and drawbacks of English as the 
primary language of communication in scientific fields and about whether they believe they are at a disadvantage or at an 
advantage when participating in professional activities. The main findings indicate that these students believed that the benefits 
of English as academia’s primary language outweighed its negative aspects; the participants focused on English as a universal 
mode of communication to share research and meet professional needs, although most of the post-graduate students (78.125%) 
felt they were operating at a disadvantage.  
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Introduction 
 
It is well-known that English is a common lingua franca in the global scientific community. Scholars tend to aim 
to publish in English not only to share their research in academia but also because of the pressure they may 
experience at work. In light of this, a growing body of research have indicated scholars’ need of publications and the 
challenges they faced (e.g., Duenas, 2012; Flowerdew, 1999; Salager-Meyer, 2008). Previous studies explored 
practising scientists and their attitude towards English as an international language. Lillis and Curry (2010) 
conducted comprehensive research on the scholars outside the Anglophone-centre contexts who encountered various 
difficulties while writing for publication in English. Their study puts lights on the text trajectories scholars may 
follow as well as perceived benefits of publishing in English. The relevant literature typically focuses on academics 
who are attempting to publish rather than future scholars. This study suggests that given the significance of English 
in academia, post-graduate students as future professionals should be encouraged to publish by increasing their 
awareness about writing; this is particularly true in the so-called peripheral countries, such as Turkey, in which 
training and professional support for academic writing is not common. However, as Tardy (2004) highlights the next 
generation scientists are largely unexplored worldwide, particularly in developing countries where off-network 
scholars attempt to publish (Swales, 1987). Based on a questionnaire on 45 international graduate students in the 
USA, Tardy’s (2004) findings revealed that 43 students opined the benefits to the use of English as a language of 
science mainly with a focus on the ease of information exchange and communication with professionals worldwide. 
36 respondents also felt some negative aspects mostly concerning the time they spend while learning English as 
non-native speakers and challenges they might face during communication. Following Tardy (2004), this 
preliminary study aims to investigate the perceptions of Turkish postgraduate students who have been studying in 
the United Kingdom and United States of America with regard to the use of English as an international language of 
science to boost self-reflection for scholarly publication. 
 
2. Methods 
 
The study was conducted using 32 volunteer post-graduate students who were studying in Anglophone-centre 
contexts in the UK or USA; the sample consisted of 8 master’s students and 24 PhD students. Interview questions 
were asked to obtain information about the participants’ professional background, their perceptions regarding the 
importance of English and their competence in using English, in addition to the benefits and drawbacks of English 
as the language of scientific communication. Their mean age was 26.44. The length of time that the students had 
been in the UK and USA varied from one year to seven years, with an average of 2.84 years. The participants’ 
disciplines included the following: Telecommunications Engineering, Chemical Engineering, Industrial 
Engineering, Mechanical Engineering, Civil Engineering, Landscape Architecture, Education, Economics, Applied 
Linguistics, English Language Teaching, Political Science, Experimental/Cognitive Psychology, Mathematics, 
Sociology, Management and International Commercial Law. A structured interview was conducted in English given 
that either the Test of English as English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL) or the International English Language 
Testing (IELTS) is a prerequisite for postgraduate studies in the UK and USA. Content analysis was employed to 
elucidate the interview data (see Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2007, p. 475).  
 
3. Results and Discussion 
3.1. Professional activities in English  
When participants were asked to provide the number of professional conferences they attended that were 
conducted mainly in English, the mean score was 4.5, which suggests that students had professional experience in 
using English in their selected field.   
3.2. Perceived importance and competence 
Of the interviewees, 71.87% (23 students) indicated that English is essential in their field, 21.87% (7 students) 
said that English is important, and only 6.25% (2 students) found English only somewhat important.  
3.3. Benefits and drawbacks 
When discussing the benefits of English have become the primary language of communication in scientific fields, 
all of the participants agreed that English is the dominant common language worldwide and particularly in their 
scientific fields. They used various adjectives to describe English, including “universal”, “scientific”, “dominant”, 
“common”, “essential”, “main” and “primary”. Participants explained that they felt the benefits of learning English 
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mainly in the five areas: following current developments in science and scientific knowledge; interacting with 
people around the world; taking advantage of opportunities, such as attending international conferences or travelling 
abroad for an intercultural dialogue; applying for international research funds, including EU projects; and writing 
scientific papers to share knowledge. The following are several quotations from the participants:  
P.1. It is good to have a common language with all the scientists in the world. Otherwise, it would be tough to 
follow different scientific streams of knowledge represented in various languages. 
 
P. 4. …the benefits are numerous. I will summarise some that I find directly relevant to my own field of inquiry. 
First and foremost, I consult an enormous amount of sources for my research that are in English, the conferences I 
attend either as a participant or as an audience member require English for speeches, the journals to which I submit 
papers require not only that I write in English but also that I write in standard English. The benefits from English 
include easy and quick access to the academic sources I mentioned earlier and a wider international audience. 
English helps make my work known to other scholars and researchers with whom I do not share a language other 
than English.  
 
P.30. English is the most dominant language in science. If we want to share our ideas and projects with colleagues, it 
is important to present our work at international conferences in English or meetings that allow us to extend our 
network. As a consequence, we might manage to receive intentional funding, such as a grant from the European 
Union. Of course, being able to communicate with our colleagues in English can only make us more recognisable in 
our research area.    
With regard to negative aspects, some participants —although few (2.94%)— could not find a drawback, as 
indicated in the quotation below: 
 P.4. I do not see any negative aspects for academia as it seems that English is a well-established way of exchanging 
research and communicating.  
 
The drawbacks felt by the post-graduate students included being unable to use  Turkish (native language) in 
international publications, the difficulty in expressing their opinions and feelings in English, potential discrimination 
from native speakers because of incorrect pronunciation or grammar, time and money spent having to learn English, 
and language extinction and its effect on potential cultural imperialism. They highlighted the concerted effort they 
put to learn English as a foreign language and challenges they face while they are writing an academic paper as a 
non-native speaker in their first year although they reported that they improved the situation with time. The 
following quotations from participants indicate the drawbacks they feel in relation to the themes provided above:   
P.11. The negative aspect is that getting your work published in your native language may not make the paper 
qualified and/or prestigious even if your work is truly novel because all major journals are issued in English.   
P.29. Yes, of course. Although I believe I am competent in English, there are times when I cannot express myself as 
fluently as in my native language. 
P.31. I was really struggling to understand my colleagues, particularly when I was in my first year in my PhD 
because they were speaking too quickly and using too many phrases that I was not used to. 
P.30. It increases the amount of time that you spend when you are writing/reading/speaking in a non-native 
language, which also decreases the effectiveness of your work. 
 
3.4. Disadvantage or an advantage 
The question whether postgraduate students as participants believe they are at a disadvantage or an advantage 
when participating in professional activities was investigated, given that the participants were non-native speakers 
from a peripheral country. Seven participants (21.87%) expressed that they did not believe that they were at a 
disadvantage because, as they explained they were able to use English and their familiarity with and knowledge of 
the discipline’s content and key terms helped them to understand the scientific language used in light of the data 
provided: 
P.12. No. I am doing my PhD in a field that is similar to the field of my MSc study. For this reason, I am familiar 
with the key words and technical language in this area. 
P.1. No, I do not. No matter how fluent you are, it is your contribution to the field. 
However, surprisingly, 25 (78.125%) of the participants believed that they were at a disadvantage. This finding 
may contribute to the discussion for ownership of English. Although the literature suggests that standard English no 
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longer exists due to the varieties of English across cultures (see Widdowson, 1994), participants seem to feel the 
burden of standard English. More importantly, they believe that being a non-native is a disadvantage in academia in 
light of various problems they experienced, including the time they spend and the effort they put in to learn English. 
It is tentatively suggested that it is maybe the outcome of English language system in Turkey where students tend to 
be assessed mainly from grammar knowledge which is studied with strict rules (Onder, 2012). Some quotations 
from the data:   
P.2: People whose mother language is English have the chance to analyse everything quicker than you while you are 
trying to understand the context. 
P.4: At times, I can see that it takes much time and effort to finish up an academic paper due to the long-lasting 
cognitive processes in the writing phase. At this point, I believe I am disadvantaged compared to native speakers. 
Another disadvantage to me is the lack of fluency when giving an oral presentation, and lack of participation in 
follow-up discussions at the end of presentations. Apart from these two focal points, I am happy with my 
participation in academic circles. 
P.6: Frankly, inadequacy is exactly what I feel when I participate in professional activities. I will present my thesis 
proposal in a couple of months but I am worried about my presentation just because of my heavy accent. I think 
Turkish speakers have a heavy accent although we might deny it! 
P.15: Yes, particularly when speaking with native speakers because it is sometimes difficult to understand what they 
are saying and sometimes the words they use may be different from what I would use in the same context. In 
addition, sometimes I do not believe I am comfortable expressing my ideas and opinions because English is not my 
native language. 
P.18: Yes, native speakers are more likely to read and/or write a paper much quicker and easier than we can. As a 
researcher from a non-English speaking country, we spend at least twice as much time and effort than any native 
speaker. 
4. Pedagogical implications 
The study provided valuable insights into the perceptions of Turkish students, who are studying in an 
Anglophone-centre context, regarding the role of English as a lingua franca in academia. The data reveals that 
English is seen as a universal language in academia; however, surprisingly, as discussed above participants tend to 
compare themselves with the native speakers and most of them feel themselves at a disadvantage. This finding could 
be explained as the reflection of general English language teaching in Turkey where proper use of English is 
highlighted in education. As Jenkins (2000) rightly warns that “[t]here is really no justification for doggedly 
persisting in referring to an item as ‘an error’ if the majority of the world’s L2 English speakers produce and 
understand it” (p. 160). As far a practical implication in light of research findings, genre-based courses can be 
developed to encourage post-graduate students to master academic genres highlighting the reality that English is 
used as a lingua franca in scientific community to be familiar with community conventions in developing countries 
where the focus tends to be on grammar through which the standard forms of English is assessed.   
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